China\'s Ministry of Health is doing tests to confirm [a report that a patient](10.1056/NEJMc066058) who reportedly died of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) in China in Nov, 2003, in fact died of an H5N1 infection. "The Ministry of Health has not yet reported if it has reached a conclusion", says Roy Wadia (WHO China).

According to WHO China, human H5N1 cases were reported first in Hong Kong in 1997 and early 2003---and it would not be surprising if the virus was in the environment on the mainland for several years before that.

Qing-Yu Zhu (State Key Laboratory of Pathogens and Biosecurity, Beijing, China) and colleagues reported that a young man died of pneumonia and respiratory distress 4 days after he was hospitalised. He had tested negative for SARS, but was labelled as a sporadic case because his symptoms were consistent with SARS and his death occurred when southern China was experiencing sporadic cases of SARS. Isolation of a virus from his lung tissue, and its subsequent genomic sequencing and comparison with influenza A viral strains from China and other countries, revealed that the 24-year-old had an influenza A (H5N1) infection.

The authors noted that these findings have important implications for vaccine development: "The genetic distance between the isolate reported and the strain currently proposed for vaccine development...implies that viruses from different regions may need to be considered in the development of an effective vaccine against influenza A virus."

China\'s Ministry of Health maintains that it was unaware of this potential case, but clarified that parallel laboratory tests were underway, as required under WHO and Chinese diagnostic standards for H5N1. On the eve of the publication, *The New England Journal of Medicine* received "multiple" letters demanding its retraction, says Karen Pedersen, the journal\'s spokesperson. "One of the emails was bearing the email address of the corresponding author, but when we contacted him he said he and his colleagues stood by their findings."

Several H5N1 experts declined to comment on the report because they said it was too political. John Treanor (University of Rochester, NY, USA) believes that the report expands our understanding of the history of the epidemic. "It certainly suggests that other cases in humans could have occurred that were not recognised, particularly in the background of the concurrent SARS epidemic, as clinically differentiating SARS and avian influenza must be extremely difficult if not impossible", he concluded.
